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Olinde Rodrigues (1794–1851) was, until this book, a figure little known and even less studied. His name is familiar
to mathematicians because of the formulae that bear his name; within the historical community he is known primarily
for his role as a social reformer and for his connection with the Saint-Simonian movement. From this account of
his life and activities, Rodrigues emerges as a fascinating, multifaceted figure: mathematician, banker and financial
reformer, advocate of women’s and workers’ rights, and family man.
Rodrigues’s father was a Jewish merchant and financier who took advantage of the recent emancipation of the
Jews to send his son to Paris’s Lycées beginning in 1808. Showing an early aptitude for mathematics, Rodrigues was
among the first to complete the new degree of docteur-ès-sciences at the University of Paris in 1815. His Jewish roots
precluded a career as an academic; hence his mathematical activity was limited. However, this did not prevent him
from doing significant mathematical work. His best-known result, named for him, is a formula for the generating
function for Legendre polynomials.
While pursuing a career in mortgage banking, in 1823 he was introduced to the social reformer the Duc de Saint-
Simon. Rodrigues became deeply involved in the Saint-Simonian cause, providing both intellectual direction and
financial support, and emerging as one of the leaders of the movement. This broad movement for social reform was to
occupy much of his energy until 1832. Despite his split with the group at that time, he held onto Saint-Simonian ideals
for the remainder of his life. Later projects in this vein included pamphlets promoting the status of women, workers’
rights, the abolition of slavery, and the reform of banking. He also supported railway and canal projects, which he
believed to be engines of social improvement.
The book of Altmann and Ortiz aims to present the first comprehensive account of Rodrigues’s life and activities.
It consists of eight chapters, one group of which provide biographical information and social and cultural context.
The other group aim at studying his mathematical work, varying in technical level from broadly expository articles to
detailed accounts of specific achievements.
Simon Altmann, David Siminovitch, and Barrie M. Ratcliffe begin the volume with a compellingly written bio-
graphical overview, providing the framework for the remainder of the volume, based on a combination of published
and archival sources. A comprehensive bibliography of Rodrigues’s publications, both mathematical and otherwise,
is also provided, as is a detailed family tree. The range of the published works is indicated by a sampling of titles:
Religion saint-simonienne, De l’organisation des banques, À propos du projet de loi sur la Banque de France, Avis
aux travailleurs des deux sexes, and Sur le mouvement de rotation des corps libres. The authors also give an account
of Rodrigues’s relationship with Saint-Simon and of difficulties in the Saint-Simonian movement over ideological
matters. A highly accessible exposition of some of the main mathematical work, intended for a nonmathematical
audience, is also included.
In the next two chapters, Ratcliffe and Paola Ferruta delve more deeply into the French social and cultural context
of the period. Ratcliffe’s chapter focuses on the role of family and faith in Rodrigues’s life, providing as well a picture
of the emancipated Jewish elite. Despite lacunary sources, the reader obtains an unusually rich image of his social
relations. Ferruta’s chapter is helpful in portraying in detail some aspects of gender relations in the Saint-Simonian
milieu. The “woman question” was a central theme to the Saint-Simonians, and Rodrigues’s intellectual position on
the matter resulted in his break with the group. Ferruta claims to see a close connection between Rodrigues’s work
in mathematics and his broader interests, though the sources appear to make it difficult to depict this connection in
detail.
The book then shifts its focus to mathematical material. Ivor Grattan-Guinness gives brief but informative accounts
of both the structure of post-secondary education in early 19th-century France and Rodrigues’s early work in mathe-
matics. Rodrigues’s doctoral thesis “On the attraction of spheroids” is outlined, and several papers of this period are
also described. The curious question as to how Rodrigues published his work in the journal of the École Polytechnique,
a school to which he had no affiliation, is also dealt with by Grattan-Guinness, who identifies Rodrigues’s connection
with Hachette.
Jeremy Gray describes Rodrigues’s 1840 paper on rigid body motions. This is a fitting accompaniment to the
account by Altmann et al., as it fills in the details of their sketch. This work is a shortened and updated version of
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a 1980 paper by Gray on the same subject. He discusses earlier work on the rotation of rigid bodies beginning with
Euler and notes that Rodrigues’s aim was to draw attention to rigid body motions as an important object of study. He
argues that though the mathematical community was not aware of it, Rodrigues’s paper did, in fact, both make use
of the idea of transformation groups and display a clear concern for the issue of noncommutativity of composition
of rotations. These fundamental concepts were rediscovered independently, but Rodrigues’s work, due to lack of
readership, remained unknown for some time.
Eduardo Ortiz takes up the theme of later research on rotations in the final chapter. Following Hamilton’s discovery
of quaternions in 1843, rotations were studied principally using this tool. Ortiz gives a nontechnical account focusing
on their reception in the French context. This was a gradual process that began to bloom in the 1870s, due to the
interests of Hoüel, Allégret, and others. Ortiz also provides an interesting picture of the next generations of Rodrigues’s
mathematical family members: Hermite, Picard, and Borel are among them.
Two other chapters, by Richard Askey and Ulrich Tamm, investigate details of other aspects of Rodrigues’s
mathematical work. Askey draws a mathematical connection between one of Rodrigues’s formulae for Legendre
polynomials and a later combinatorial result obtained by Rodrigues. He concludes that Rodrigues would likely have
been surprised by this connection, an observation which underlines the primarily mathematical character of this pa-
per. Tamm surveys Rodrigues’s work in combinatorics and provides a technical mathematical discussion, rooted in
Rodrigues’s work, bringing the account of these subjects up to the present.
On the whole, this book provides a rich and culturally embedded picture of an unusual figure of the 19th cen-
tury. His uniqueness stems not only from his wide range of interests and passions and his high level of accom-
plishment in each, but also from his sheer lack of recognition by both the historical and history of mathematics
communities. Rodrigues, until this book, was often portrayed as having failed to some degree in his quest for so-
cial reform, due to his succession by a more charismatic leader; worse still, he was often forgotten completely
and rarely received credit for his accomplishments. This book, however, portrays Rodrigues in a different light,
not only presenting his mathematical work but also providing a much fuller picture of his accomplishments and
even of his personality. There remain some aspects of his activity that have not been investigated in detail in this
book, and thus the reader is forced to look elsewhere for information pertaining to Rodrigues’s views on the reform
of banking, social justice, and equality of the sexes. Despite this, the book is interesting and remarkably com-
plete and is likely to remain a standard reference for those interested in Rodrigues, mathematicians and historians
alike.
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Edited by M. Rosen. History of Mathematics, vol. 30. Providence/London (American Mathematical Society/London
Mathematical Society). 2006. ISBN 978-0-8218-4172-3. 343 pages. $59
As an undergraduate mathematics major at Brandeis University, number theorist Michael Rosen studied and
mastered Emil Artin’s Galois Theory and Geometric Algebra. In class, he learned algebra from B.L. van der Waer-
den’s Modern Algebra, a book that took its shape, in part, from the lectures of Artin and Emmy Noether. Before
he earned his undergraduate degree, Rosen was acquainted with the “Artin reciprocity law, Artin L-functions, Ar-
tinian rings and the famous Artin conjectures” (p. 1). For Rosen, “Artin’s influence seemed to be everywhere”
(p. 1).
